Expression of the myelin proteolipid protein gene in the human fetal thymus.
We have analyzed human fetal thymus and spleen for expression of the proteolipid protein (PLP) gene. We demonstrate that the PLP gene is transcribed in both tissues, and that both the PLP and DM-20 mRNAs are produced. Western blot analyses revealed that both the PLP and DM-20 protein isoforms were present in the fetal thymus and spleen. Immunohistochemical analyses indicated that the PLP/DM-20 proteins were detected in cells which have the distribution and morphology of thymic macrophages. These results provide further evidence that the PLP and DM-20 proteins are expressed in cell types other than myelin forming cells and possess function(s) unrelated to myelin structure. Furthermore, these data demonstrate that the PLP and DM-20 proteins are not shielded from the immune system behind the blood-brain barrier. These observations directly impinge upon the debate concerning acquisition of tolerance and the recognition that the encephalitogenic nature of PLP in diseases, such as Multiple Sclerosis, may not simply be related to its 'sequestration' from a 'naive' immune system.